A major breakdown in the strength of international protection of key whale species has been demonstrated by the departure of a whaling mission from Japan with a target of killing up to 1,000 animals, including 50 humpback whales.
The hunt, in the Southern Ocean, was quickly condemned by Australia, New Zealand and the UK. And the US quickly added its criticism. Japan says the hunt is for scientific purposes and the number of whales to be killed is too small to have a major impact on populations.
But the scientific basis of the hunt has long been dismissed. US officials have once again said that non-lethal methods could achieve the same scientific results. "While recognising Japan's legal rights, under the Whaling Convention, to conduct this hunt, we note that non-lethal research techniques are available to provide almost all relevant data on whale populations," said Sean McCormack of the state department.
New Zealand's prime minister Helen Clark said it would be better if the whaling fleet had stayed at home. She criticised "the guise, the deception, the claim that it is scientific whaling when they want to take 1,000 whales". She added that it would be difficult for New Zealand, the closest country to some of the Southern Ocean hunting grounds, to offer help if any of the ships got into trouble at sea.
Features
The fleet setting off last month for Japan's largest target for 'scientific' whaling, including up to 50 humpback whales, the lucrative stars of whale-watching tourists worldwide, is set to face a battle with infuriated governments, researchers and conservationists. Nigel Williams reports.
Dismay at Japan's new whaling targets
The Australian government has also expressed disapproval, saying it is "deeply disappointed" by the launch of the expedition. The then foreign minister, Alexander Downer, said there was no evidence of Japan producing any data from its research.
A UK government spokesperson said: "We are committed to maintaining the moratorium on commercial whaling and will oppose all efforts by Japan to undermine this with so-called scientific whaling," she said.
Japan's venture comes after sustained efforts to get the International Whaling Commission (IWC) to endorse its whaling ambitions. After two decades of fighting, Japan won -by a single vote -backing for its plans at a meeting of the IWC in St Kitts last year. But that was overturned at a meeting in Alaska this year where Japan's 'scientific' whaling
Crowd puller: The humpback whale, which now enthrals tourists worldwide after more than 40 years of protection, is once again being targeted by Japanese whale hunters. (Picture: Photolibrary.) programme was condemned. The country was further frustrated by a rejection for limited whaling around its own coastline, while Norway was allowed to hunt 1,000 whales.
While governments wring their hands in frustration and annoyance, environmental activists are heading for the Southern Ocean and direct confrontation. Greenpeace, the longest-acting anti-whaling environmental group, said that its protest ship, Esperanza, was moored just outside Japan's territorial waters ahead of the hunt, and would chase the ships southwards. The Esperanza's leader, Karli Thomas, said: "We are going to do everything in our power to reduce their catch. Japans research program is a sham."
The American Cetacean Society estimates the humpback whale population to have recovered to around 30,000 to 40,000 individuals -still only a third of their numbers before modern whaling. The species is listed as 'vulnerable' by the World Conservation Union. But Japan's fisheries agency, a small government department which controls the country's whaling policy, sees itself as the defender against Western 'cultural imperialism' and its right to marine resources. The agency says Japan's low food self-sufficiency -less than 40 per cent -gives it the right to hunt all sustainable sea life, including whales.
But the rest of the world does not believe whale stocks have recovered enough to allow commercial whaling. Only an estimated 2,000 blue whales exist from a population of around 360,000 before commercial whaling.
Environmentalists are hoping that Japan's new pursuit of the tourists' favourite whale will backfire. Paul Watson, of Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, which will have a boat harrassing the Japanese whalers alongside that of Greenpeace, has just one message for the hunt: "Bring it on. The humpback hunt will be the biggest recruiting tool we have ever had." Molecular genetics has shifted the focus in the biology of animal structures towards the genes by which they are built, with some spectacular insights. But a remarkable new book goes back to the hardware with an impressive collection of black and white photographs of almost 200 vertebrate skeletons of currently existing animals, showing both the remarkable similarity and diversity in vertebrate evolution.
The author, Jean-Baptiste de Panafieu of the National Museum of Natural History in Paris, has collaborated with the photographer Patrick Gries and colleagues at several major French zoology collections to produce a stunning, dynamic snapshot of current vertebrate diversity as a result of the power of natural selection and evolution.
"All creatures alive today are descended from a population of single-celled organisms that lived some billions of years ago. Since the first animals appeared, millions of species have been born (the majority of which are now extinct), including our own, Homo sapiens", he writes.
"Even when life science makes no explicit reference to these principles, all of them work within the framework of evolution," he says.
He points out the problems facing evolutionists in explaining past events no longer in view. "The theory of evolution is the sole explanation that unifies a vast accumulation of data from various scientific disciplines. Like history, it describes events in the past and is therefore not susceptible to observation, but it draws support A remarkable new book of photographs of vertebrate skeletons celebrates how evolution can adapt basic structures to extraordinarily diverse functions, writes Nigel Williams.
No bones about it
Repeat value: The skeleton of a rattlesnake shows how the vertebrae and ribs have been repeated in number to form the snake skeleton. (Photo: Thames and Hudson.)
